In the globalized business environment, the Internet is changing the way fi rms do business and, as a result, organizations are introducing more products at faster rates, with shorter life cycles (Rackham and De Vincentis 1999) . To remain competitive, strategic alliances are increasingly important (Day 2000) and are moving to virtual means of communication.
In the globalized business environment, the Internet is changing the way fi rms do business and, as a result, organizations are introducing more products at faster rates, with shorter life cycles (Rackham and De Vincentis 1999) . To remain competitive, strategic alliances are increasingly important (Day 2000) and are moving to virtual means of communication.
This study focuses on a fi rm that has close, long-term alliances in a three-tiered value chain. We use the term network to describe the formal relationships among fi rms in the value chain. We examine how value-chain members communicate at a group level, via Internet-based collaboration (e.g., ongoing communications among all members of the value chain). Internet-based collaboration (hereafter, e-collaboration) refers to business-to-business (B2B) interactions supported by the Internet. To study e-collaboration, the researchers gained access to a technology fi rm that specializes in building Internetbased networks. The task facing customer account managers (CAMs) who work for the technology fi rm is to sell, implement, and manage e-collaborative environments.
The sales team, especially the CAM, takes the lead in continually improving the collaborative software platform. As the market environment changes, with a changing mix of competitors and economic conditions, the client becomes aware of the need for more information and improved decision criteria. Collaborative software has the potential to contribute on both of these dimensions.
The information technology fi rm in this study designs, implements, and maintains software for the client, and selects components of that software from various vendors. Members of the sales team are certifi ed by vendor fi rms to implement the vendor software (e.g., Oracle and SAP software). It is incumbent upon the CAM to convince the vendors to continually modify their offerings. In the case of a vendor such as Oracle, its collaborative software is positioned as an alternative to the market leaders-IBM and Microsoft. Oracle has recently revised and renamed its collaborative software and now markets it under the name of "Beehive." While Beehive is being launched and modifi ed, there is no better time for the technology fi rm under study to suggest modifi cations that meet clients' anticipated future needs. For instance, this could provide Oracle with a competitive advantage over IBM's Lotus Domino offering and Microsoft's Groove.
The differences between e-collaboration and traditional face-to-face collaboration lead to an important question that we address in this study: "How does communication software infl uence e-collaboration?" To address this question, we employ a case study method to investigate one globally operative, U.S.-based technology fi rm. We selected this fi rm as its core business is establishing e-collaborative networks, and, within the fi rm, the CAMs play an important role in both selling and managing e-collaboration. Therefore, the purpose of this study is twofold: (1) to identify software capabilities that infl uence e-collaboration and (2) to discuss the role of the CAMs in enabling positive connections among members of an e-collaborative network.
THE BENEFITS OF E-COLLABORATION
E-collaboration is different from traditional face-to-face collaboration in terms of (1) speed, (2) communication, and (3) the nature of network formation. Speed signifi cantly advances the abilities of vendor-client alliances in terms of effi ciency and effectiveness. Products are easily customized, transaction times are minimized, cycle times are reduced, and labor costs are lowered (Cannon and Homburg 2001; Corsten and Kumar 2005) . In addition, Internet-based collaboration has the potential to deliver superior customer value by providing a greater level of communication among both buyer and supplier organizations (Kennedy and Deeter-Schmelz 2001) . According to Martin and Grbac (2003) , e-collaboration can leverage a fi rm's market orientation through improved vendor-client relationships, which, in turn, lead to heightened customer responsiveness.
Internet functions have potential to improve the nature of network formation, as members are closely connected through continuous dialogue (Watson, Zinkhan, and Pitt 2004) . Research shows that e-collaboration can be used to create a stronger social atmosphere (when compared to traditional collaboration) that facilitates confi dence, information sharing, and other prosocial behaviors (Kennedy and Deeter-Schmelz 2001) . Developing strong, e-collaboration with important accounts within a value-chain network strengthens member relationships and provides fi rms with superior fi nancial performance (Lambe, Spekman, and Hunt 2000; Morgan and Hunt 1999; Weitz and Bradford 1999) .
The advantages of virtual, B2B interactions are explored in the extant literature, and we compile these benefi ts of e-collaboration into four overarching themes-productivity, cognitive culture, social connections, and agility. HarrisonWalker and Neeley (2004) note that more than half of all e-commerce occurs in B2B markets. According to Sharma (2002) , organizations that take advantage of Internet effi ciencies are outperforming organizations that utilize traditional modes of operation. Thus, the adoption rate of such effi ciencies is important to a fi rm's overall productivity and competitive advantage in the marketplace. Shoemaker (2001) suggests that nonadopters of new technologies will be unable to compete. As such, a successful organization must utilize Internet capabilities to build vendor-client relationships. Long-term relationships, emphasizing personalized communication, are essential for growth (Berry and Parasuraman 1991) and are among the most durable competitive advantages (Day 2000) . Thus, the fi rst benefi t of e-collaboration is enhanced productivity.
The second benefi t of e-collaboration is a cognitive culture. As Kennedy and Deeter-Schmelz suggest, when considering the Internet and its role in B2B segments, "a distinction must be made between using the Internet as an information gathering tool versus its use as a transaction tool" (2001, p. 279) . This study explores the Internet as a transactional tool, and the software capabilities that make transactions effective. When collaborative networks are virtual, both vendor and client organizations are able to discuss business operations, regardless of geographical proximity. The transaction of information allows users to create a cognitive culture that enhances memory, judgment, and reasoning when making organizational decisions, as the network provides a methodology for organizing empirical, factual knowledge.
There are also social benefi ts associated with participation in e-collaborative networks (Schultz and Evans 2002) . In utilizing e-collaborative networks, vendors and clients are able to connect with a group of like-minded individuals with common goals, and this is one step toward a "relationship orientation" (Day 2000) which provides a competitive advantage for fi rms. In addition, an e-collaborative network is an effective tool for vendors and clients as it continually streamlines the transactional process.
The fourth benefi t of e-collaborative networks is agility in responding to customer needs. Virtual networks enhance vendor-client relationships by providing a speedy, convenient means of communication among key customer accounts. Speedy, virtual feedback provides businesses with the opportunity to react immediately to the needs and concerns of the marketplace, and it allows each member of the network participatory ownership in the production cycle. To excel in today's technology-driven environment, fi rms must integrate formalized, customer relationship tools in order to adapt to the needs of different customers (Arnett and Badrinarayanan 2005) .
METHOD
To identify software capabilities and to discuss the role of the CAMs in enabling positive connections among members of an e-collaborative network, we employ an "extended case study method" that utilizes "ethnographic techniques" (see Arnould, Price, and Otnes 1999; Burawoy 1991 Burawoy , 1998 . Our interpretative approach allowed the researchers to "understand complex social processes" (Drumwright 1994; Miles and Huberman 1994) that take place in a virtual environment and to become "locally situated within the context" (Denzin and Mick 2001) of the e-collaborative network being studied. We chose a case study design because it provides a bounded framework for collecting data from one technology fi rm. Case study research provides an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single phenomenon (Yin 2002) .
Data collection followed qualitative techniques outlined by prior studies (Hudson and Ozanne 1988; Spiggle 1994) : identifying multiple sources of evidence, creating a database of information, and maintaining a chain of evidence via an electronic journal. We employed an "emergent design" (see Arnould and Price 1993) , in which "succeeding methodological steps are based on the steps already taken and imply the presence of a continuously interacting and interpreting investigator" (Price, Arnould, and Tierney 1995, p. 88) . We used three exploratory data collection methods-in-person depth interviews, group interviews, and extended observations. The use of multiple methods, multiple investigators, and multiple data sources strengthens the validity of our fi ndings.
The Case
Over a period of two years, 42 in-person interviews were conducted with experienced salespeople of an international, information technology fi rm. To ensure confi dentiality, the researchers agreed to withhold the name of the fi rm in all published materials. The fi rm under study has over 100,000 employees, operates in more than 100 countries, and is a leader in the information technology industry. Much of the fi rm's business resides in creating and maintaining vendorclient e-collaborative networks. Vendor-client fi rms hire the information technology fi rm to improve the vendor-client network productivity.
CAMs play an important role in the information technology fi rm, as they facilitate vendor-client relations by introducing innovative technological solutions to everyday business problems. CAMs become an innovative partner with client fi rms and are ready to help clients create value through innovation, not only in products and services, but in the relational aspects of their business. For instance, the technology fi rm is hired by a network (i.e., a group of companies with long-term alliances) to develop innovative, technological solutions to increase productivity between the client and vendors in the network. Each company pays a portion of the total consultation fee which is provided to the technology fi rm. CAMs, who represent the technology fi rm, are not only involved in the start-up of the network but are also involved in the long-term functioning of the e-collaborative network. CAMs and the sales team (i.e., the information technology specialists working under the customer account managers) provide consulting, delivery expertise, advanced technologies and accelerators in solution design, development, and integration. These services are designed to address vendor-client issues with business outcomes that benefi t the entire e-collaborative network.
In-Depth Interviews
The informants were recruited using a purposive sampling design (Miles and Huberman 1994) . The selection criteria consisted of sales team members who have (1) a minimum of fi ve years sales experience, (2) participate regularly in Internet-based collaboration, and (3) have fi rsthand knowledge of vendorclient "e-collaborative" relationships. During the interviews, informants conveyed the details of their role and involvement with e-collaborative networks.
Informants were asked openended questions regarding their experiences and probed to fully understand concepts, behaviors, or ideas. An interview guide was used by the researchers to provide a semistructured format during the one-on-one sessions (see Table 1 ).
A range of informants took part in our study, representing a balance of both males and females with ages ranging from 28 to 53. To ensure confi dentiality, the fi rm's name and informants' names are not disclosed. All informants are 3 What are the key features of e-collaboration? 4 Think of an e-collaborative network that you are intimately involved with and tell me about the members of that network. 5 Explain how network members are involved in e-collaboration. 6 What specifi c role(s) do you, as a salesperson, play within e-collaborative networks? 7 What software capabilities are necessary to make e-collaboration successful? 8 Which software features are most important in e-collaboration? 9 Think of a software capability that you rely on and tell me a recent story about how that specifi c capability made you feel successful. 10 Think of software that failed you recently and explain how you managed in light of the technical diffi culty. 11 Describe how e-collaboration advances certain processes in the network. 12 Explain how e-collaboration has changed the way businesses function. 13 In your opinion, how will e-collaborative networks shape the future? assigned a number and a letter of the alphabet according to their time zone (e.g., E = EST, C = CST, M = MST, P = PST, A = AKST, H = HAST). In the fi ndings section, informants are identifi ed fi rst by time zone and interview number; second, by their sex; and third, by their age. Interviews, lasting anywhere from 60 to 90 minutes in length, were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. For reliability and validity, three informants reviewed a copy of our fi ndings to verify the analysis. These informants corroborated our analysis (specifi cally Tables 2-4 and Figure 1 ), and no contradictory data emerged.
Group Interview
Once preliminary fi ndings were reviewed by three informants, a group interview was conducted by the fi rst author to extend our "situational knowledge" (Burawoy 1998 ) by providing a group-driven discussion of sales team activities. A department consisting of 12 salespeople participated in the group interview. The group provided insights in how CAMs work with the sales team in selling, implementing, and managing e-collaborative environments.
The session began with "word associations" and "mental mapping exercises" (see Mariampolski 2001) , which helped the researcher understand the role of the sales team in managing e-collaborative networks. The group discussion concluded with characteristics of successful e-collaborative networks and a discussion of industries that would benefi t from e-collaboration. The group session lasted approximately 90 minutes and was audiotaped and transcribed.
Extended Observations of an E-Collaborative Network
"Extended observations" allowed the four researchers to systematically record virtual interactions and behaviors in online environments (see Burawoy 1998; Woodside and Samuel 1981) . The researchers spent approximately 15 hours over the course of four months recording observations. Observations of vendor-client interactions in e-collaborative networks provided confi rmatory data and deeper insights into communal behaviors. Observations followed a netnographic approach as outlined by Kozinets (2002) . The researchers observed online interactions to experience the culture of the network from an insider's point of view. The researchers took notes as a means of systematically recording observations. Observations were used to explore the role of the sales force with regard to vendorclient interactions, with our emphasis on reaching an in-depth understanding of the virtual context (Carson et al. 2002) .
Analysis
For data analysis, we used a "constant comparative method" to create categories of information by likening individual incidents (Spiggle 1994; Strauss and Corbin 1998) . First, we identifi ed theoretical propositions premised upon the extant literature. Next, we aggregated the data (e.g., interview transcripts, observational notes) and then condensed participants' interviews, using the constant comparative method to interpret common patterns and identify themes (Strauss and Corbin 1998) . Finally, the authors compared emergent themes with preexisting theory in establishing our fi ndings.
FINDINGS
Our literature review notes four important benefits of e-collaborative networks-productivity, cognitive culture, social connections, and agility. Based on our fi ndings, Figure 1 illustrates how the benefi ts of e-collaborative networks can be maximized.
Software
Data analysis reveals four software capabilities that facilitate effective e-collaboration-navigational structure, customization and fl exibility, interactivity features, and structural assurance cues. These four software capabilities enable balanced reciprocity, group effi cacy, a sense of community, and trust sentiments. Table 2 highlights these fi ndings.
As illustrated in Figure 1 , the sales team plays a mediating role in maximizing the benefi ts of e-collaboration. Specifically, we fi nd that the sales team enables positive connections by (1) monitoring communal involvement, (2) identifying prospective e-collaborative fi rms, (3) inspiring a cooperative environment, and (4) fostering a sense of trust.
Monitoring Communal Involvement
Once a collaborative network is established, it must be managed effectively in order to enhance productivity. This is the area where the sales team is vital to the network's longevity and usefulness. In our study, the information technology fi rm's sales team manages the network. If one of the other valuechain members managed the network, then that individual may be tempted to tailor the network for self-interest, rather than considering what is best for the group. The sales team represents a neutral source for monitoring and managing communal involvement. Effective management improves vendor-client experiences and engages their interest to such an extent that they will be motivated to be an active part of the community.
As a salesperson, I try to engage members of the network in ongoing communications. If I fi nd one fi rm to be particularly uninterested in the Web site or lacking confi dence in its capabilities, I personally get involved and I emphasize the benefi ts of e-collaboration. I am usually able to win over those fi rms who may have initial reservations about the Web site's capabilities. (P2, F, 36) When I need to get in touch with someone in the network, I just look up their contact information on the Web site. I always look there fi rst because it is easy and convenient and the links for contact information are clearly identifi ed (C5, F, 32).
Capability 2 Customization and Flexibility That Enable Group Effi cacy
Description Customization and fl exibility refer to a fi rm's ability to defi ne its own services more clearly and to deliver services to other members in the network in a manner that suits the specialized needs of each fi rm in the network.
Examples
Customization and fl exibility enhance group effi cacy by allowing each member of the network to tailor the Web site to its own business model (e.g., personalization features).
Interview Illustrations
Different companies have different value chain needs depending on the stability or volatility of their product. Therefore, the Web site needs to be capable of delivering to those value-chain variables. If the Web design is fl exible, then any member of the value chain has the freedom to customize its use of the portal so that the needed and expected results are seen. The fl exibility and adaptability of the Web design also make the group more cohesive (E30, M, 29).
Being able to customize certain features on the Web site is important in connecting the group. There has to be a level of commitment on behalf of each member so that all value-chain functions are streamlined through the portal. As commitment is developed, there will be a deeper, more complete usage of the Web site. The more you can customize, the more the Web site is tailored to your business model, and this makes it easier for each member of the value chain to transact business (E3, F, 48).
Capability 3 Interactivity Features That Provide a Sense of Community
Description Interactivity is defi ned as the extent to which network members respond to or are willing to facilitate each other's communication goals.
Examples
The Web design needs to provide ways to increase two-way communication or stimulate network members' engagement with the site (e.g., chat rooms, instant messaging, discussion forums, webcasts, videoconferencing).
Interview Illustrations
The Web site becomes a tool that value-chain members use to interact with each other. You've got to become connected and committed to the process and the result is that you will become more reliant on the Web site for everyday business functions (E19, F, 28).
The portal has the same effect as a conference call or a webcast in that a number of team members are collaborating. But the advantage of the Web site is that it gives each member a chance to interact with each other as opposed to just being the leader of the webcast or conference call. It also offers an inexpensive way to meet on a regular basis without having to physically fl y people around the world (C10, M, 44).
Capability 4 Structural Assurance Cues That Facilitate Trust
Description Structural assurance refers to assessment of success due to safety nets such as legal recourse, guarantees, and regulations.
To maintain and expand an e-collaborative community, new offerings and linkages must continually be evaluated and added when benefi cial. According to salesperson P2, communal interaction is important for individual involvement and even more so for the broader integration effort. In other words, to maintain a strong client base, the sales force must regularly monitor the way clients are doing business and then apply expertise to improve network relations.
The fi rm under study has relied on the concept of "coaching groups" to involve vendors and clients in the use of collaborative software, as expressed by one informant:
Coaching groups will at times act as a sales force, by conducting meeting with clients to enumerate the cost savings and other benefi ts of the collaborative network, as well as which area can be functioned together to best fi t their business models. (E15, M, 28) The sales team in our study monitored communal involvement by identifying customer interests and integrating those interests so that network members are motivated to become part of the e-collaborative community. Coaching groups represent just one example of how the sales team accomplished this task.
Identifying Prospective E-Collaborative Firms
The salespeople in our study use business intelligence to defi ne and implement effective e-collaborative networks. This means that salespeople must know which businesses are most likely to fi nd advantages in joining e-collaborative networks. Organizations and salespeople who are able to understand and adapt to e-collaborative technological innovations will likely achieve productive gains and improve customer satisfaction (Good and Schultz 1997; Jaworski and Kohli 1993; Peppers and Rogers 1998) . According to salesperson E4, "before engaging fi rms in the network mind-set, the salesperson must determine whether potential fi rms are fi t for the network strategy." In other words, salespeople must determine if potential network members are conducive to e-collaborative innovations. Table 3 outlines industry characteristics that are more favorable to reciprocal Network members must believe that protective structures are in place (e.g., security, privacy statement, contact number of network moderator, reliability marks of hardware and software tools used for the network).
Interview Illustrations
Simple privacy statements and Web site moderators are important tactics used to increase trust. Value-chain members want to know that their information is safe and secure. When dealing in a virtual environment, fi rms want to be assured that their information is treated with the utmost care and protection, and trust in the Web site is an important part of an effectively functioning network (E10, M, 50).
Businesses need to have full confi dence in the functioning of the Web site before they are willing to share sensitive data through the Web site. Businesses need to be able to use Web sites easily and they want to know that their information is secure. Our network provides the security that information is kept in-house where it is needed. With the high number of hoaxes and scams related to predators penetrating Internet Web sites, safety features give value-chain members the confi dence that their data are secure (P22, F, 31). strategies used in e-collaboration. The fi rm characteristics in Table 3 are based on informants' descriptions of favorable and unfavorable environments during a group interview with 12 salespeople. Favorable conditions include industries that are competitive, have multiple points of contact, require varying customer segments and product mixes, and are sensitive to changes in the marketplace. Unfavorable conditions include industries with little competition, established bureaucracies, and low changeability. In addition, during the group interview, informants discussed how two industries that the information technology fi rm is currently targeting could benefi t from e-collaborative software. Table 4 lists the industries and the associated benefi ts.
Inspiring a Cooperative Environment
Our fi ndings show that the sales force is responsible for educating and motivating both vendor and client organizations to take advantage of strategic partnerships. For instance, our informants suggest that vendor-client partnerships enable the customization of products and services by blurring the boundaries of power and infl uence. Because interactions take place in a virtual setting, the infl uence of an individual's race, sex, or position is given less attention. According to salesperson E14, "the Internet makes everything an even playing ground where we are all working together to accomplish tasks and negligible things such as someone's title are not as powerful in a virtual setting." A cooperative environment is one of several salient characteristics of effective e-collaboration. Salesperson E14 shares her experience with an e-collaborative network and highlights the interconnected qualities of virtual networks.
People can come together regardless of their biases. This is why it is an important tool in business. It bridges the gap between potential competitors by allowing them to help each other accomplish their own organizational goals. (E14, F, 28) Similarly, salesperson A1 emphasizes that the sales force plays a central role in managing the collaborative environment and in providing direction for the group.
Often the sales force will be responsible for seeding discussions to help draw out personal narrative. Successful communities always seem to have someone who leads [typically a salesperson], perhaps by maintaining a sense of direction for the group or defi ning the environment . . . and a cooperative environment is the primary goal. (A1, M, 42) As suggested by salespeople E14 and A1, the sales team plays an important role in facilitating a cooperative e-collaborative environment. E-collaborative technologies offer salespeople the ability to bring vendor and client organizations together through common goals.
Fostering a Sense of Trust
We found that the salespeople foster a sense of trust by two methods: (1) being technologically savvy and (2) being personally involved in every aspect of e-collaboration. Because the sales force is technologically adept, the information technology fi rm in our study is able to capitalize on marketplace opportunities by positioning its salespeople as network facilitators. When salespeople fail to adopt new technologies, studies show that companies receive nominal returns on their technological investments (see Jones, Sundaram, and Wynne 2002; Venkatesh and Davis 2000) , and this outcome is, in part, due to the underutilization of the sales force. The salespeople in our study are involved in all aspects of e-collaboration from start-up to maintenance. As such, the salespeople are most adept at defi ning successful e-collaborative networks. Based on our group interview data, we developed a table that illustrates the salient characteristics of effective e-collaborative networks. Table 5 outlines key phrases and statements used by the informants in our study when asked to defi ne "successful" e-collaborative networks during our group interview with 12 salespeople. Informants' comments about successful networks revolved around issues of trust. Successful network characteristics that embody the foundations of trust are summarized along with related software capabilities (see Table 5 ).
A major impediment to trust, as identifi ed by our informants, is a legal barrier. Specifi cally, there is a question about who owns the ideas generated by members of the value chain in the course of their e-collaborative efforts. This impediment must be overcome if e-collaboration is to be successful and profi table. In the fi rm that we study, the sales team creates a fl exible agreement that is tailored to each situation. In other words, the conditions of ownership vary, depending on the specifi c circumstance of each value-chain member. Factors affecting the agreement include who creates, fl eshes out, models (e.g., builds software for), implements, and profi ts from the innovative idea.
PERFORMANCE METRICS
Here, we discuss how the sales team is evaluated in terms of performance. The fi rm in this study measures the sales team's success according to the network's success. Variables used to determine the success of the network, and thus the
Figure 1 Maximizing the Benefi ts of E-Collaboration
Notes: A and C are derived from the fi ndings; B is derived from the literature. Table 5 Characteristics performance of the sales team include (1) level of interactions, (2) streamlined activities, (3) fi nancial rewards, and (4) nonfinancial rewards. First, according to our informants, successful networks are characterized by consistent interaction among members and regular sharing of information. But measures of success from a business perspective have to be based on more than counts of interaction. In the fi rm that we study, CAMs conducted performance surveys and ensured that hardware and software applications were functioning properly. Developing network performance surveys and distributing them on a regular basis measured how well the community accepted the e-collaborative environment and identifi ed areas for improvement. Other elements measured were money spent on hardware and software upgrades, funds for sales and advertising, and working capital to keep the network functioning at a level that exceeds demand. Second, performance surveys were used to determine if daily activities were streamlined for value-chain members. For example, do value-chain members experience reduced transaction time through direct order placement, scheduling, billing, and payment? Are value-chain members able to reduce inventory level through coordinated planning (which correspondingly reduces operational costs)? Do value-chain members have a reduced payment collection period?
Third, the salespeople in our study play an important role in conveying the fi nancial rewards to prospective e-collaborative fi rms. In particular, the salespeople communicate the quarterly and annual fi nancial rewards to fi rms in the network using return on investment (ROI), residual income, and net present value (NPV) measures. ROI is a key indicator of performance. For instance, informants use ROI fi gures to provide a fractional measure of the producing power of invested capital. This fi gure can be benchmarked in comparison to industry norms. According to M20, residual factors used by the sales force include a measure of the "leftovers" after the fi rm has earned what is considered an acceptable rate on investment in the e-collaborative network. NPV is another key indicator of performance, and it is discounted at an appropriate annual rate of return. For instance, fi rms estimate both the costs of initial investment and the annual maintenance fees related to the network. Using NPV, salespeople are able to determine annual revenues that emanate from e-collaborative networks (and their associated activities).
In addition, the sales force uses annual revenues to demonstrate the network's success. Annual revenues can be estimated via market research or from historical information from comparable companies (benchmarking). By performing conjoint pricing, a reasonable estimate of per-transaction price in the prediction of revenues can be calculated. Maintenance costs can be derived from historical numbers of other companies, from internal estimates of equipment and labor requirement, or from bidders' outsourcing partners. Acceptable rates of return are customarily available from internal fi nancial departments, or from industry data on historical rates of return of similar investments by other companies. According to E33, "involving the sales team in the cost-benefi t analysis process is important" as fi rms make decisions about the usefulness of e-collaborative networks. CAMs play an important role in determining the right balance of network capabilities and the associated costs. For example, salesperson P11 states that insider knowledge is critical when making such decisions:
The sales team helps in planning specifi c spending on an individual account basis and provides input as to the kinds of offerings that are good fi ts for each account. . . . Sometimes the amount of savings we are accruing speaks louder than anything else. . . . But the sales team typically has some type of insider knowledge and this helps when making decisions. Additional tidbits of insider information become really crucial when making fi nancial decisions and when deciding which rewards are of interest to fi rms. (P11, M, 40) As conveyed by salesperson P11, the sales force plays a mediating role in decision making and is responsible for conveying types of rewards. According to salesperson P11, the "sales team typically has some type of insider knowledge." When salespeople have insider knowledge, they are able to determine which fi nancial measures of success are most relevant to network members.
Fourth, nonfi nancial means of evaluating success include traffi c measures (e.g., tracking the number of visits to the network); customer satisfaction measures of the Web site; competitors' reactions (e.g., competitor attempts to imitate); and measurement of vendor-client feedback, morale, and turnover. With respect to these nonfi nancial measures, the sales force can explain why network traffi c is down or why customers are not satisfi ed. For instance, traffi c measures could be down due to navigational diffi culties. A problem of this nature could be solved through technical improvements. Thus, the performance measures discussed provide a means for evaluating the sales team and the network's success. Moreover, the performance measures identify areas for improvement.
DISCUSSION
The salespeople in our study exhibited leadership traits, orchestrated interactive communication, and exuded a positive attitude with respect to their e-collaborative networks. Strong relationships facilitated by the sales team lead to improved communications which, in turn, aid in managing change and meeting the demands of the marketplace (Arnett, Macy, and Wilcox 2005; Weitz and Bradford 1999) . Leadership roles that depict salespeople as "orchestrators" are noted in the literature (see Jones et al. 2005; Weitz and Bradford 1999) , and this study builds on the extant literature by providing examples that demonstrate the "orchestrative" role, which we label as a "mediating" role, that the sales team plays in establishing and maintaining effective e-collaborative networks.
Specifi cally, our study fi nds that the sales team created positive connections in e-collaborative networks through (1) monitoring communal involvement, (2) identifying prospective e-collaborative fi rms, (3) inspiring a cooperative environment, and (4) fostering a sense of trust. The salespeople in our study are involved in every aspect of e-collaboration and, as such, they serve as the experts when determining the successfulness and effectiveness of e-collaborative strategies.
The level of performance of the sales team in our study is determined by the success of the e-collaborative network. Variables used to measure success include (1) level of interactions, (2) streamlined activities, (3) fi nancial rewards, and (4) nonfi nancial rewards. The sales team plays a mediating role by determining the right balance of costs and the associated benefi ts for value-chain members. Likewise, the sales team plays an important role in communicating both the fi nancial and nonfi nancial rewards to value-chain members.
SALES FORCE IMPLICATIONS
There are several important implications for salespeople. First, salespeople are able to use their market knowledge to improve e-collaboration. As noted by Pass, Evans, and Schlacter (2004) , salespeople are used frequently by organizations as a source for market information to improve overall communication strategies. In our case study, the sales team is central to the functioning of e-collaborative networks as they are able to gather market intelligence, coordinate communication among network partners, and stimulate information sharing. Using market knowledge and customer data, the sales force stimulates communal interaction by connecting vendor-client network members with common goals.
Second, salespeople can look for new ways to improve software capabilities. One area could include creative incentives that motivate network members to participate in regular communications. Examples of incentives include extrinsic motivation (e.g., fi nancial reward) and intrinsic motivation (e.g., peer-rating system: a member's message is rated by other members based on usefulness of the message). Another area for improving the transactional function of collaborative software involves creative ways to stimulate virtual value-chain participation. The technology fi rm in this study uses data streams accumulated through virtual participation to enhance a fi rm's appeal, and this application enables the fi rm to tailor offerings to meet the needs of existing and potential clients. As a result, productivity is enhanced through increased collaboration and through reduced costs. The ability to optimize the effectiveness of data through virtual participation strengthens partnerships with complimentary service providers.
Third, the more technological skills that salespeople can obtain, the more valuable they become to organizations. Organizations develop customized technological solutions to empower the sales force and to defi ne their mix of product offerings, distribution channels, and communication strategies. That is, organizations and network members are seeking "tailor-made" solutions that can improve effi ciency, productivity, and market share. As clients demand more customized information and services, the sales force needs to understand and adopt emerging technologies, such as e-collaborative networks. As a result, salespeople must take on mediating roles in order to facilitate a virtual, communal environment.
